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			Please Don’t Eat Your Children

			Part 1

			In his famous short essay, “A Modest Proposal: For Preventing the Children of Poor People in Ireland From Being a Burden to Their Parents or Country and for Making Them Beneficial to the Public,” author and Anglican priest Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) uses cutting satire to suggest that cannibalism of the young might help solve a battery of social ills.

			As we examine our broken society today, it seems to me that reflecting on Swift’s social critique can be quite useful.

			Now we face a nation filled with anger and division and there is little to suggest any real solutions other than insisting people “don’t do that!” We can start out with the observation that young children, left to their own, are neither hateful nor cruel. How do they get that way later on in their lives? What drives them toward such emotional states and behaviors?

			It is not a problem only for the margins of society, for the extreme misfits or troubled. It is defining the very center of our culture today. Our divisions are not the cause, but the result of something, and nobody is saying what that is.

			Swift doesn’t say what it is in his biting little essay. But it is implied by a context of a lack of bounty, or poverty, on the one hand, and an approach to it characterized by obscenely cruel indifference, on the other.

			 He coined the phrase “useless eaters” in defining his radical solution. In Hitler’s Germany, that term resonated through the death camps and some in our present situation are daring to evoke it again as the current administration pushes radical cuts in Medicaid funding.

			But while that refers to the old and infirm, mostly, it is the young we are talking about here. The problem is that our society is structured to devour our young and as they begin to find that out, they rebel.

			Not in all cases is this the practice, of course. Where there is little or no lack, things are different. We nurture our young, as we should, and we love them. Lucky is the child who is born to parents who are of means, and in a community where nurture is possible and valued. But even such children are ultimately not immune from facing a destiny of pale conformity battered by tightly delimited social expectations and debt slavery. If they have enough ambition, education and doors opened for them, some can run the gauntlet with relative effectiveness. 

			Otherwise, our young are raised to die on battlefields, or to struggle in myriad other painful social conflicts aimed at advancing the world of their elders. 

			In the Bible, there is a great admonition against this process that comes at the very precondition for the tradition it represents that begins with Abraham.

			It is in the book of Genesis at the beginning of the Biblical story when, as that story goes, God commanded Abraham to kill his son, Isaac, as a sacrifice. As Abraham is about to obey, God steps in and says no. The entire subsequent eons-long struggle to realize Abraham’s commission by God to make a great nation that would be a light to the world would have been cut short right then if Abraham had slain his own son.

			The message is that all of the Abrahamic traditions, Judaism, Islam and Christianity, owe their source, and in fact are rooted, in God’s command to reject the sacrifice of children to the whims of their elders.

			The last thousands of years can be best defined in these terms, where nurture is pitted against exploitation of our young with, at best, vastly mixed results.

			Scenes like that at the opening of “All Quiet on the Western Front,” the World War I novel and film where a teacher rallies a classroom full of boys to enlist in the war, is bone chilling. 

			Or, the lyric in Pink Floyd’s iconic song, Comfortably Numb, “When I was a child, I caught a fleeting glimpse out of the corner of my eye. I turned to look but it was gone. I cannot put my finger on it now. The child is grown, the dream is gone.”

			
			Part 2

			“What does the money machine eat? It eats youth, spontaneity, life, beauty and above all, it eats creativity. It eats quality and shits quantity.” William S. Burroughs

			I don’t always agree with this author, but in this case, yes.

			In the spirit of Ireland’s Jonathan Swift in his 1755 satirical essay, “A Modest Proposal,” advocating the consumption of children to meet the combined concerns of food shortages and a society’s inability to care for its young, the real, not metaphorical, matter of the ritual, societal pulverization of young people as they approach adulthood applies.

			This essay could as easily be entitled, “The Misdirected Anger of American Youth.” A huge part of what’s at the root of the MAGA insurgency facing us now owes to this. The mangling, and the spirit suffocating, of the lives of ordinary people as an allegedly necessary part of “growing up” does naturally provoke anger from its victims, especially if they are not born sucking on a proverbial silver spoon. Such anger is not wrong, but can easily be misdirected.

			But even those born to riches are afflicted. When Rudyard Kipling prodded his son to enlist in the Great War (World War 1), which son was soon killed, while it led to an outpouring of grief, alas, it was an emotional expression that came far too late. The emotion should have been felt to keep the boy out of the war to begin with.

			The powerful World War 1 poet, son of elites, himself, Wilfred Owen, severely pained by the plights of his peers in the trenches, wrote “Anthem for Doomed Youth,” among many others, before being slain, himself, only hours before the armistice ended the fighting in 1918. In his “Parable of the Old Man and the Young,” he wrote about the horrors of war as Abraham defying God’s order to spare Isaac: “But the old man would not so, but slew his son, and half the seed of Europe, one by one.”

			Years later, the British composer Benjamin Britten took those words from Owen and put them to music in his striking War Requiem oratorio. 

			To be clear, many sons and daughters of the elites, like those of Yale’s Whiffenpoofs (Baa, baa, baa!), so happy in their final days of creative freedom as I saw them perform this week, do not yet know of the punishing demands that will be placed on them by their parents’ generation of unyielding task masters then they enter the worlds of law or finance.

			But for most of us, that transition is even more deadly, if not by gunshots, by drugs, or a combination of a numbing routine and desperate scramble to make student loan or rent payments, and to hang onto tattered threads of marriage, inlaws and children.

			This is the powerkeg out of which the MAGA movement has grown, nourished by sinister fascist overlords who’ve deployed the anger arising from these conditions to turn it against those perceived even more vulnerable, racial minorities, women, immigrants and gays. But these MAGA people get nothing out of it, either, except that they’ve demolished any ability they might have had to shape a movement of all their likewise oppressed brothers and sisters against those actually responsible for their suffering.

			The problem, you see, is not the anger. It is its misdirection. How much effort do our overlords put into dismantling the anger they don’t control? How many paeans to inner peace and passivity, how many football games and rock concerts are there in the effort to defuse a righteous anger against how these elites are destroying society, and us, to protect their ways?

			In this context, if anything, Jesus Christ called for righteous anger and action, not against our own, but against the rulers who impose their demands on us. Yes, sorry MAGA, but Jesus was very much a progressive, a liberal.

			Anyone reading his Sermon on the Mount, considered by keen historical analysis very close to the real words of Jesus, or his parables, can hardly come to any other conclusion.

			“Indivisible” is in America’s Pledge of Allegiance, coming after the “under God” phrase that was added during the McCarthy period. Let’s be indivisible.

			
			Part 3

			Obviously, the notion of “Please Don’t Eat Your Children” is applicable to the Epstein Scandal.

			The correlation between pro-fascist authoritarianism and the degradation of women and children, along with minorities and gays, is a factor in the cultural history of the last 150 years that doesn’t get enough attention.   

			It relates to the appetite for cruelty and domination that fuels the passions of authoritarians, which can be seen reflected in the behavior and attitude of school ground bullies. Yes, it is true that someone severely bullied himself might internalize the mindset of a bully, and that could explain the personality types of a Donald Trump or Stephen Miller.

			The adopted mentality takes delight in pure cruelty with the caveat that it is exercised against perceived weaker or less capable objects, from household pets to a wife, child or queer.

			We learn from our schoolground days that, while many are victimized or avoid direct victimization by either extreme avoidance or servile compliance, the only way a bully is deterred is ultimately by an aggressive rising up of others to take him on.

			Trump and Epstein arose in the decade of the 1970s, perhaps the worst decade in modern American history for its abandonment of democracy-related ideals and turn toward the precursors of what plague the whole nation today.

			The Martin Luther King, Jr.-inspired ideals which drove the civil rights movement of the previous decade were trampled on in the so-called “Me Decade,” which gave way to the politicization of previously marginalized aggressively anti-rational Christian fundamentalists, the Reagan Revolution, the elevation of “Greed Is Good” over “I Have a Dream,” the Gingrich Contract On America, the George W. invasion of Iraq, the rise of the Tea Party and the stolen election of 2016 that led to Trumpism in the White House on the notion that outright lying is a viable political strategy.

			Collateral events through this era of descent toward the abyss included the detente-driven Russian mafia invasion into the U.S., the decimation of the feminist movement and its replacement with an explosion of exploitative pornography and diminishment of women,  the AIDS epidemic, and the cultivation through mass cult formation of mindless tools of exploitation. Dominant popular music shifted away from the soft love and human rights themes of the 1960s to either an introverted psychedelia or pounding, shouted anger.

			 Trump and Epstein became buddies in this 1970s-driven world and carried out their crimes in that context, when it was OK as long as it was moderately hidden from public view. It was in that decade when elites reaching down onto the mean streets of New York and other big cities for sexual gratification was a standard modus operandi.

			A model for Trump was his personal attorney, Roy Cohn, who was notorious for cruising the streets of Manhattan for young men and boys on a daily basis. So Trump was exposed to that kind of behavior, which accounts for why he enjoyed the company of Epstein, whose operation made it easy for him. It did not rely on direct procurement of homeless inner city runaways. 

			Child victims of this process, of course, were treated like dirt and unceremoniously dumped when elite overlords exercised their cruelest ways with them and then were done with them. (Actually, none of this should be in the past tense).

			The culture that was permitted and encouraged in the 1970s was, to be sure, reinforced by the philosophies of the counterculture (“Just do it! 100 years from now, who will know the difference?”), with the anti-science and anti-truth excesses of postmodern thought and license, as given permission through the reification of philosopher Michael Foucault and others.

			The so-called counterculture and its cults that were the backdrop for so much of this included a strong pro-Nazi component, evidenced in the published views of Jack Kerouac, Ken Kesey and others whose ideas were so heavily promoted in that era.

			Meanwhile, the average standards of living of Americans also began a long descent, making homebuying, for example, possible only by the outrageous conditions that led to the Great Recession of 2008. Things have only gotten worse since.

			We’ve a lot of cleaning up to do.

			
			Part 4

			In this short series against society’s systematic destruction of the virtues of childhood, it is notable that, in a performance of the Yale University’s Whiffenpoofs, 13 talented students who tour singing a cappella, that one of their featured numbers is Simon and Garfunkel’s hit from 1970, “The Boxer.”

			It begins, “I am just a poor boy, Though my story’s seldom told, I have squandered my resistance for a pocketful of mumbles, Such are promises. All lies and jest. Still a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest. When I left my home and my family I was no more than a boy, In the company of strangers, In the quiet of the railway station, running scared, laying low, seeking out the poorer quarters where the ragged people go looking for the places only they would know.”

			That haunting song, which has endured as one of that duo’s greatest, has as its lyrics a first person hymn to the endurance of the human spirit against the crushing effect of being chewed up by abuse and loneliness on the mean streets of New York.

			Who would have thought that privileged sons and daughters of an Ivy League school would relate to such lyrics? It speaks to the universal condition of a young person facing a world aligned to destroy his youthful optimism and hope.

			There are countless examples in art and literature, of Tadzio in Thomas Mann’s novella, Death in Venice, of Billy Elliot in the classic film and musical by Elton John,  in William Golding’s Lord of the Flies. In each case, the wider culture defines a context in which innocence is crushed, though in the case of Billy Elliot, the lad prevails against the initial prejudices of his own father.  

			So, what is the antidote to the systematic societal destruction of the creativity, happiness and innocence of youth? The answer lies generally in God’s mandate to Abraham not to kill his son Isaac, which comes at the very beginning of the long history out of which Judaism, Christianity and Islam grew. But clearly that mandate has not been followed within those faiths, at least in terms of their dominant forms. 

			Jesus taught his followers to become again as children, in the sense of all the attributes that that brings: a childlike innocence and sense of wonder and possibility for life, as well as acceptance and love for others beyond artificial racial or other differences.

			Take the wonderful case of Christopher Isherwood in his pursuit of the Vedanta faith asking an elder if it was OK for him to love his same-sex and considerably younger partner, Don Bachardy. The swami told Isherwood that if he treated his younger partner as if he were a Krishna, or manifestation of the divine, then it would be good.

			Isherwood saw to Bachardy’s desire to be trained as a portrait artist, which he was, becoming brilliant at the skill. As exemplary, the official portrait of Gov. Jerry Brown that hangs in the California State Capital is a work of Bachardy.

			Also, there’s the example of the teacher (Robin Wiliams) in The Dead Poet’s Society.

			On the other hand, in Death in Venice, as a beautiful film by Luchino Visconti from 1971, it was the inability of the adult to break through his own internalized limitations to offer the boy a pathway of eluding the pressure to succumb to mediocre adulthood that was the great tragedy there.

			Then Peter Pan in J.M. Barrie’s story leads his young followers on a great adventure. But when it is over, as Barrie wrote a final chapter, Peter Pan’s charges grow up into mundane and boring lives. The solution was Peter’s, to never grow up.

			In Orson Welles’ classic film, Citizen Kane, the protagonist at the end of his life calls out for a remnant of his childhood and the special joy of life that it represented, as contrasted to the pitfalls of an adult world even over which he had prevailed to become famous and powerful.

			We are called never to lose sight of the wonders and promises of our younger years, and to nurture others toward the same end.

			
			Part 5

			Of note is the sad passing this week at age 70 of Bjorn Andresen, who at age 15 was an internationally acclaimed teen star of the classic 1971 art film by Lucino Visconti based on Nobel Prize-winner Thomas Mann’ autobiographical novella, Death of Venice. The story was about an obsession an older man developed for a beautiful teenage boy he encountered on a vacation in 1911. 

			Andresen’s life peaked with that performance. He was eaten, metaphorically speaking, at that age, as was the character he portrayed in the movie, the young Tadzio, who was a real-life person that Gilbert Adair wrote about in his 2001 book, The Real Tadzio: Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice and the Boy Who Inspired It.  It was a mini-biography of one Wladyslaw (Adzio) Moes, the real boy who inspired Mann’s character of Tadzio.

			Before passing, Andresen vocalized his bitterness over being chosen and allegedly exploited by Visconti for the role in the film, and expressed it through a 2021 documentary entitled, The Most Beautiful Boy in the World. He claimed in interviews from four years ago in the documentary that Visconti’s parading him around as the world’s “most beautiful boy” to promote his film had a profoundly negative impact on the rest of his life.

			Andresen spent his adult life as a Stockholm-based violinist who rarely and barely dabbled in movies. The real Tazdio (Adzio), born to an Polish aristocratic family, grew up to fight in the 1919 Polish-Soviet war, and suffer the travails of being in Poland in 1939 when World War II broke out, jailed for a half-dozen years by the Nazis and then distrusted and closely monitored by the Soviets after the war for the rest of his life. Adzio became aware of the 1971 film and its depiction of him, but only recalled that “an old man stared at him wherever he went that summer in Venice.”

			In both cases, of Bjorn and of Adzio, what became of their lives, compared to the relative splendor of their youths, was nothing compared to those younger years. While Mann wrote the novella as the case of a classical composer’s unrelenting descent into obsession with beauty even with some satanic symbolism, a more universal appreciation, as I wrote about it in the Berkeley Barb in 1971, could be found from the standpoint of the just-awakening Gay Liberation movement of that day.

			The predicament of the film, I wrote, was the inability of the older man, the composer Gustav Von Aschenbach substituting for the author in the novel (some say Mann based the character on the composer Gustav Mahler, whose music plays throughout the film, especially
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